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Ona sat in a corner of the tavern, idly spinning her chalice of wine between restless fingers, her black nails gleaming in the candlelight. It was still early in the evening, perhaps half past seven. Lornaca’s unmarried, childless laborers were trickling in for supper, women in aprons and work pants, hair tied back in colorful scarves: Lornaca was a lorna town, so the men stayed at home in the huts with their children and the women went out to work. 

The tavern was filled with lorna women, their lion-like faces long and fierce in the candlelight, their narrow pupils bright. They had manes the same as their men, but they were bigger, taller, and stronger, with robust bodies and enormous breasts, strong backs and shoulders, bulging arms. The average lorna woman was six feet tall, though there were some that walked at eight feet. The average lorna male was barely five feet tall at the most.

Though many of the short-lived races hated and despised the elven, the lorna wavered somewhere between reverent, fearful, and indifferent. Most of them politely ignored Ona’s presence, while the servers were careful to remain courteous whenever they refilled her chalice. Patrons were normally given seashells for their wine, and only important (i.e. wealthy) patrons were given gold chalices. Ona had been given a gold chalice as a silent acknowledgement of her power – and as a silent plea that she should not cause trouble in their peaceful little village. 

Others, while polite enough, were suspicious and rightly so: what business had an elven in a small lorna village? One never knew what could happen when an elven was about. They were magickal, powerful, ancient. And completely unpredictable. 

And so, the lorna were shifty that evening, watching Ona from the corners of their cat-eyes, while pretending not to watch her at all. Ona likewise pretended not to notice their discomfort, their furtive glances, the way they went around six tables to avoid her, the whispers and occasional stares.

On the other hand, some of the lorna were a bit too eager to grab Ona’s attention. The young ones were prone to that. They had heard the stories of elven passion, how pleasurable the joining was when mortal went to bed with immortal.

The lorna women especially seemed fascinated with Ona because she was so small and delicate. Most of the youngest village girls had never seen a woman her size and they were in awe, staring at her with large eyes and whispering and giggling with their friends. 

Ona took a sip from her chalice and glanced over the gold rim, noticing the fluttering lashes of a lorna girl who sat at the nearby table. She was built like the typical lorna: tall, strong-shouldered, strong-armed, with great breasts thrusting high above a narrow waist. She was wearing a sleeveless tunic and pants rolled to the knee. On her small feet were brown leather sandals with straps that stopped at her ankles. Her massive golden mane had been tamed back into a fuzzy tail, and there was a gold ring winking in one of her pointed ears. She caught Ona’s gaze and slowly smiled. If Ona had to guess, the girl was nineteen summers. Barely a woman. 

Ona set down her chalice and politely returned the girl’s smile. But she slowly turned her gaze back to the surface of red wine in her cup. She didn’t have time to frolic with fine young women in the hay. She had come to Bitter Inn for a reason. She was waiting for someone.

Ona restlessly drummed her fingers on the table and wondered what Takari was doing. The eemore had opted to wait for her outside the village, having developed an aversion for lorna villages. She decided to stay out in the jungle, where she planned to spend the night sleeping under the stars. In reality, Ona knew Takari was probably curled up with one of the lorna girls in the underbrush. A surge of envy lit through her like fire, and she looked across the way at the flirty lorna girl again, wishing she could snuggle in her big, strong arms and forget the mess she’d come to clean up.

Ona sighed. There was always a mess to clean up. 

“Ona?” asked a commanding voice. It was deep and purring, as if it had come from the throat of a dragon. 

Ona looked up and met the bright amber eyes of Queen Francesca Dornaver the V, the woman who’d summoned her by raven to Lornaca, just on the outskirts of the great city, Lornac, where her palace, Torasveena, was located. 

Queen Francesca was a tall and regal lorna woman, swept in a long, breezy gown and a traveling cloak. She was queen of Purvara, the lorna realms, but she had dressed down tonight in a desperate attempt to disguise herself. She wore no jewels, no gold, no crown, no rings. Her throat was bare of the red ruby that usually rode her cleavage every day, even to bed. The hood of her traveling cloak was up, covering the great, curly mane of fire-red locks Ona remembered so well. Her slanted cat-eyes were serious as they peered down her nose at Ona, and they practically glowed, set as they were in the dark recesses of her hood.

Ona reached out an eager hand. “Highest one −!” she said warmly only to be shushed.

“Not here, sorceress!” the tall woman hissed, and her eyes became alert, wide, even frightened.

Ona dropped her hand to the table and was silent again, wondering what was so urgent that the queen had come all the way to a tiny village on the outskirts of her city, just to speak to Ona in the corner of a rowdy tavern. Had she come alone? No, that would have been absurd.

Sure enough, Ona glanced around and recognized one of the queen’s personal bodyguards: messy-haired Tori sat at a nearby table, pretending to be a regular patron as she drank wine from a seashell. She wasn’t wearing her fancy embroidered breechcloth and bandeau, but a simple tunic and work pants. Nor was she carrying her usual ornate blade, but a modest enough sword was on her hip, and her eyes were forward as she took a pretend-sip of wine: she was listening attentively to the conversations in the room, listening for nosy eavesdroppers and spies. She glanced only once at Ona, and her eyes were full of the usual disdain. She immediately went back to watching and listening, and she was tense, stiff.

Why were the two of them so jumpy? Lornaca was a sleepy, drowsy farming village, a dot on the map. Nothing ever happened here. And according to the locals, nothing ever would.  

Queen Francesca took a seat opposite Ona and slightly turned toward Tori, who pretended not to know either of them. Her movements were strangely heavy and slow, not at all like the sprightly, healthy young woman Ona remembered.

“It has been some time, old friend,” said the queen, looking in another direction as she acknowledged Ona’s confusion. “But the matter is most urgent. Save the pleasantries for now, hmm?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Ash Gray 4
ONA OF OZIMIORA

e © )

*',






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





